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LETTER
FROM THE
EDITOR
The Longest Year
Only five months in with quite a ways still to go
Life during the reign of COVID-19 has been
weird, and it will continue to get weirder. Articles by a variety of outlets including The Seattle
Times and Forbes have outlined the ways that
America is no longer looked to for leadership,
a development that the spread of SARS-CoV-2
(the coronavirus) has only just made clear.
Worldwide fears about the decline of America’s values in favor of misplaced priorities have
come into full view. The globe watched a country
fail to prepare for viral spread when given ample
time to do so. When the coronavirus arrived, the
globe watched the U.S. fail to provide any cohesive plan to stop its spread. America used to be
a country of ideals that people dreamed of—and
maybe some still do; but the most likely outcome of our nation’s epically botched response
shows that we are no longer a light on a hill, but
a cavernous nation of people whose leadership
favors arrogant self-aggrandizement over concern for the well-being of its citizens.
However, in a time when people around
the country are being told to choose between
democracy and concern for the health and
well-being of themselves and those they love,
we live in Oregon! Our statewide vote-bymail system is incredible and we don’t have to
do very much of anything to make sure every
Oregonian can safely exercise their voting rights
during this time. Oregon may have acted later
than some places, but the robust responses by
our Governor and other local leaders have done
a very good job of flattening our state’s corona
curve. We should feel lucky to live here, not every state is as fortunate as we are to have seen
the largely suppressed viral spread as we have. It
has been uncomfortable, painful, and for some

people boring as hell (see: someone drove a car
onto a boat dock [not at all for cars] in SE on
the Willamette and others shut down traffic on
the upper level of the Fremont bridge to do a
bunch of Tokyo Drift-adjacent burnout donuts,
and on single day four citations were issued in
the Portland Metro area for people driving 100+
miles above the posted speed limit [quite goddamn fast]).
Yes, the cover of the last issue was about
coronavirus. Yes, so is the cover of this one. The
unfortunate reality of this moment is that every day there are new and deadly developments
surrounding the spread of COVID-19. This issue looks at some of the ways people are coping
with the isolation we’re all experiencing. We
look at various ways that our country can choose
our destiny moving forward after seeing the
deep cracks in our social safety net and healthcare system. While some have been staying at
home, we have declared healthcare, education,
grocery, sanitation, and others essential workers
who need to keep working for our society to be
able to continue. We examine how, just maybe,
this crisis will allow these underpaid and undersupported workers to gain respect, support,
and bargaining power to allow them to safely
work with dignity. We look at how the globe is
racing to develop a vaccine so our lives can return to normal. We see how the internet can be
a pathway to create connection or a rabbit hole
of division. We look at the importance of word
choice. And we take a glimpse into the ongoing
tragedy of the war in Yemen.
Despite the deluge of depressing and eyerolling head-slamming-against-a-wall-becausethe-palm-doesn’t-quite-do-it-justice-anymore

news, there are tons of people reaching out to
help each other: making face shields and face
masks and delivering food and essential supplies
to people who need help. There are workers in
hospitals and grocery stores risking their lives
so that we can keep ours. We owe them a lot,
the least we can do is continue to practice social
distancing, keep washing our hands, and stay the
fuck at home. The more we do our part, the less
overwhelmed our healthcare systems around the
country will be, the less people we know will die,
and the sooner we can get back to normal life.
We could be stuck in this universe for another
few months. Maybe we’ll be living like this for
another year or two. Treat yourselves and others
with kindness and compassion, we’re all going
through a lot right now.
Partying on from a distance,
Jake Johnson
Executive Editor
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Ongoing C
in Yemen
by Emma CrowE

4

NEWS ANALYSIS

Yemen is currently experiencing a humanitarian
crisis that has left 14 million people at risk of
starvation, according to Human Rights Watch,
a non-governmental human rights research and
advocacy organization. The United Nations (U.N.)
describe the war and resulting famine in Yemen
as the worst current humanitarian crisis in the
world. At the heart of Yemen’s humanitarian crisis
is a war between Houthi loyalists to former president Ali Abdullah Saleh and a Saudia Arabia-led
coalition of forces in support of current Yemeni
President-in-exile Abdo Rabbu Mansour Hadi,
who fled Yemen for Saudi Arabia in 2015. According to the Armed Conflict Location & Event
Data Project (ACLED), the conflict has killed
more than 100,000 people since it began in 2015,
more than 12,000 of whom were civilians killed in
targeted attacks.
The Houthi movement began their fight with
the Hadi Government by forcing President Hadi
into exile in March of 2015 and have slowly gathered structural power over the course of the war.
The Houthi movement currently has key holds in
central and northern Yemen. Yemen is situated on
the coast of the Red Sea, a powerful trade route
for most of Europe, and neighbors Saudi Arabia.
Those factors played into the creation of the Saudi
Arabia led coalition which included most of the
Gulf Cooperation Council states. The coalition
backs the internationally recognized Hadi Government by supplying weapons, money, political,
and military support.
The Yemeni government and the Houthi forces
have been purchasing weapons from the United States, France, and Canada since before the
outbreak of the war in 2015, according to Human Rights Watch. It was further reported that
a portion of those weapons are in the hands of
3,034 child soldiers currently fighting in the Yemen civil war on both sides of the conflict. It is
reported that the Houthis recruited 64 percent
of the child soldiers and the Yemeni govern-

Crisis

ment in conjunction with the Saudi coalition
recruited 36 percent. The U.N. created a campaign in May 2000 to combat the involvement
of children in wars worldwide, which Yemen
joined in 2007. The U.N.’s campaign is working
to reintegrate former child soldiers into society,
and as of 2020 the campaign has been successful
in slowing the rate of child soldier recruitment
in Yemen.

The provinces in Yemen that have hosted a majority of the fighting, including the Ta’izz Governorate, are coincidentally the poorest areas in the
country and are seeing a rapid increase in food
insecurity in the civilian population. It is reported
by BBC News that more than 20 million Yemeni
citizens are experiencing food insecurity, and 2.2
million Yemeni children are malnourished. It is
estimated that 85,000 children have died of malnutrition between April 2015 and October 2019.
Due to instability caused by the war, only half
of the country’s medical facilities are available to
treat Yemeni citizens, and thousands have died
from preventable illnesses.
There are international laws put in place to protect citizens of war-torn countries, written by organizations such as the U.N. Yemen is a member
of the U.N., and has, in turn, ratified the Charter
of the U.N. The Charter of the U.N. establishes
a basis for international law, and each article is
aimed toward the peaceful cooperation of U.N.
member countries. There are judicial mechanisms
created by the U.N. for the purpose of international justice and reform.
The International Court of Justice is one of the
mechanisms used by the U.N., and its purpose is
to bring entities forth for trial when international
laws are broken. The International Court of Justice could possibly be beneficial for the people
of Yemen through the induction of sanctions or
coalitions meant to restrict movement of the warring sides.
There are various other documents proposed
by the U.N. based on the protection of human
rights, such as the Convention on the Rights of
the Child, Optional Protocol to the Convention
on the Rights of the Child on the involvement
of children in armed conflict, and the Convention against Torture and Other Cruel Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment.
Those conventions have all been ratified by the
Yemeni government.
According to Professor Christopher Carey of
Portland State University’s criminology department, even though these international laws have
been established, the enforcement of those laws
is somewhat voluntary. The U.N. does not have an
army, and their peacekeeping force has to be invited into a country by the residing government. At
this time, no attempts have been made by either
loyalist or rebel forces to involve U.N. Peacekeeping in the ongoing conflict.

illustrations by May Walker
5

CORONAVIRUS:

Continued Development of
Spread and Response
6

NEWS

illustrations by Haley Riley

by Vivian Veidt
The novel coronavirus known as SARS-CoV-2
has continued to spread nationwide, with
statewide shelter-in-place orders standing in
42 states. According to the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention, as of April 22, the
number of coronavirus cases identified in the
United States has leapt to 828,441. Of those
cases identified, 46,379 patients have died. The
Oregon Health Authority has identified 2,127
cases as of April 23, of whom 83 have died. The
highest concentrations of identified coronavirus cases in Oregon have been in Multnomah,
Clackamas, Washington, and Marion Counties. As of April 22, the United States has experienced the highest number of infections and
deaths from the coronavirus worldwide.
Governor Kate Brown’s “Stay Home, Save
Lives” executive order remains in effect. This
includes a prohibition on large gatherings, a
requirement that retail businesses continuing
to operate must maintain social distancing
policies, and a Class C misdemeanor penalty
for violation of the executive order. In addition, the prohibition on dine-in restaurants,
bars, and similar venues continues to be in
force. Brown has also extended her previous
ceasing of in-person operations at K–12 and
post-secondary schools until the end of the academic year. On April 23, Brown announced
that non-urgent medical procedures will be
able to resume as of May 1 “as long as they can
demonstrate they have met new requirements
for COVID-19 safety and preparedness.” To
meet the new requirements, medical facilities
must demonstrate the ability to minimize the
risk of coronavirus transmission, maintain adequate hospital capacity in the event of a coronavirus surge, and support their healthcare staff
to safely resume activities.
On April 13, California, Oregon, and
Washington announced the “Western States
Pact,” an agreement between the states that

they would reopen based on health outcomes
rather than political pressure. The following day, Brown issued basic guidelines on reopening Oregon following the coronavirus
pandemic. These guidelines include assertions
that the State of Oregon will adhere to scientific guidance before reopening its economy to
normal operations. In her presentation, Brown
outlined three prerequisites for the reopening
process to begin: a slowing of coronavirus contagion, the acquisition of sufficient personal
protective equipment, including masks and
gloves, and the establishment of a “robust public health framework to support the reopening
effort.” Brown described the components of a
robust public health framework as an increased
testing capacity in all regions of the state, a
system for tracing those who have come into
contact with anyone who has tested positive for
coronavirus, and “an effective quarantine and
isolation program for people who test positive.”
No details on the development of these prerequisites to reopening Oregon’s economy were
provided.
Since the coronavirus outbreak began, Oregon and the federal government have developed a series of relief efforts to minimize the
economic harm caused by the pandemic. Chief
among these initiatives is the CARES Act, an
economic relief package valued over $2 trillion.
The act, which has come under scrutiny for
its tax provisions benefiting the very wealthy,
includes stimulus checks valued up to $1,200
for individuals and additional payments for
families with dependents. Those who can be
claimed as dependents do not qualify for stimulus checks.
In Oregon, unemployment benefits have
been expanded in conjunction with the
CARES Act to include a $600 supplemental
payment for those unable to work due to coronavirus related layoffs or business closures and

those receiving normal unemployment benefits. The State of Oregon has also announced
that temporary unemployment benefits will
be made available to self-employed and “gig”
economy workers, including the additional
$600 per week supplement from the CARES
Act. As of April 23, however, the application
pathway for self-employed persons has not yet
been made available.
Portland State University has responded to
the threat of coronavirus by adhering to Oregon’s mandate to cease in-person educational
and non-essential activities until at least June
13. The university had previously announced
that the summer term would be hosted remotely. At a press conference on April 17, President
Stephen Percy also indicated that the university is preparing to host the coming fall term
remotely if the need persists. In the same conference, Percy noted that on-campus housing is
at approximately 40% occupancy and students
in residence have been distanced to better protect against coronavirus transmission. The university has also expanded a previously issued
hiring freeze due to the pressures applied by
lower enrollment and the coronavirus pandemic. Percy claims that the “augmented strategic
hiring freeze” does not affect student positions,
but for faculty and staff positions “we will review every position and we’re going to be very
careful about filling positions.”
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Squashing
Coronavirus
Will Take Time
Pharmaceutical companies
scramble to find a vaccine
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NEWS ANALYSIS

by Sophie Meyers
illustrations by Josh Gates

Scientists around the world are coming together
to create a vaccine to combat the novel coronavirus
and COVID-19 in light of the pandemic. In early
January, Chinese scientists at the Fudan University based in the Shanghai Public Health Clinical
Center posted the genetic sequence of the virus
for public access. Since then, vaccine developers
have been working together at increasing urgency
as coronavirus cases and fatalities climb. Thanks
to the global effort, vaccine developers and many
public health officials across the U.S and Europe
project there should be a vaccine ready in the next
12–18 months, however some politicians are saying it could be ready much sooner.
In order to create a vaccine as quickly as possible,
scientists are becoming more innovative and trying as many paths as possible to create a vaccine.
Moderna, a Seattle based vaccine manufacturer is
working on a new technique that uses mRNA, the
genetic material of the virus, to create a vaccine.
This approach aims to be better equipped to protect against mutated versions of the coronavirus
and potentially much faster to make. Moderna’s
vaccine was the first vaccine to reach clinical trials, starting in mid-March. More pharmaceutical
companies are following suit, such as Novavax, a
Maryland-based biotech company, and the stem
cell company Mesoblast, both of which began
trials in April.
CureVac, a Berlin based vaccine manufacturing
company is hoping to begin clinical trials in June
or July, and their vaccine candidate is very promising. However, when the vaccine will be made
available remains unclear.
CureVac has stated that, following clinical trials,
the vaccine should be ready for public use in the
fall, however, according to The New York Times,
the final vaccine may be ready for public use as
late as early 2021. Dietmar Hopp, majority owner
of CureVac stated that the vaccine is supposed
to be ready for use by the public in fall following first animal testing, then human testing. The
timeline has been disputed by Dr. Anthony Fauci,
director of the National Institute of Allergy and
Infectious Diseases, but adopted by various politicians across the U.S. and Germany. European
Commission President Ursula von der Leyen is
among them. Von der Leyen is a trained medical doctor who spoke about a potential vaccine
from CureVac that could be on the market even
before fall. CureVac spokesman Thorsten Schüller

declined to comment on the timeline suggested
by Hopp and Leyen. CureVac plans to start their
first trials in the summer.
Health officials across the U.S. and Europe are
still very skeptical of a vaccine being developed
in such a short time. Fauci stated that a vaccine
would not be able to aid the pandemic without at
least a year to a year and a half devoted to creating
a safe vaccine that is applicable to the pandemic.
This extra time is taken up largely with clinical
trials, which are necessary to ensure the safety of
the vaccine.
CureVac is tied to additional confusion concerning political controversy about who gets the
rights to vaccines once they become available.
CureVac is in the middle of a controversy between
the U.S. and Germany that started in early March.
Reports indicated that Donald Trump attempted
to purchase exclusive rights to the Germany-based
CureVac and its vaccines during a White House
meeting with two dozen U.S. based vaccine manufacturers. This story was originally detailed in an
article put out by German media outlet Die Welt
and covered in English by The New York Times.
The majority shareholder of CureVac, Dietmar
Hopp, claims that this is true. However, in a recent
press conference, CureVac completely denied these
claims “We cannot confirm, and reject any confirmation that we had at anytime before, during or
after the meeting in the White House...any offer
from President Trump or any other government
organizations.”
The only people who truly know whether Trump
offered to purchase the vaccine are Donald Trump
and the American CEO of the company. However,
shortly after the meeting at the White House,
the CEO left the company and was replaced by
another German CEO. This is also addressed in
CureVac’s press conference where they state the
CEO had a “very recent medical situation” and
“all the speculations if this has something to do
with the rumors around the White House or the
visits in the White House is wrong.”
It is likely that once a vaccine is developed, it
will be in short supply. This has prompted the
global community to descide whether to treat this
pandemic on a global scale or on a nationalistic
level. In order to prevent the exclusive use of vaccines exhibited by the U.S. and China, the WHO
is advocating for open access to data and scientific
findings concerning Coronavirus.
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There Is No “Chinese Virus”
Xenophobia is a virus in itself

by Andrew Porter
illustrations by Greer Siegel
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OPINION

Imagine that you are taking your child to their
bus stop to go to school when a man begins following you and yelling obscenities at you and
your child.
Imagine witnessing a stranger strike your father or mother in the head in public simply for
being who they are, and growing up realizing
that this is the type of attitude that you and
your family are subject to in your country. How
do you think that would affect you?
This is the incidentthat occurred in early
March involving a 47-year-old man born in
China, who has lived in the United States for
35 years, and his 10-year-old son in Queens,
New York.
Earlier that same weekin Manhattan, a
23-year-old student from Korea was rushed
to the hospital with a possible dislocated jaw
after she was punched in the face by members
of a group who had surrounded her and were
harassing her with racist obscenities.
Back in mid-February, a 16-year-old Asian
American boy was bullied and beaten by a
group of schoolmates in San Fernando Valley,
California. His injuries were so severe he was
sent to the emergency room for an MRI scan.
These are just some of more than a thousand
reported cases of violence and discrimination
against Asian Americans that are sweeping the
nation in response to the COVID-19 outbreak.
In just one week of launching (March 19–25),
the Stop AAPI Hatewebsite received 673 reports of coronavirus discrimination—10% of
which was physical assault. (Another statistic
in the report showed that 61% of these reports
were filled out by non-Chinese Americans, indicative of the homogenization faced by Asian
minority groups and the infectious influence of
this stigma.)
In Portland, numerous reports of racism and
xenophobia have urged both the Portland Public School District and Multnomah County
to address the situation in public statements.
Asian businesses report fewer patrons due to
xenophobia, masses of Asian residents and students have reported being targets of discrimination, and in a disturbing incident near the
end of February, three students at Benson high
confessed to placing a noose on the roof of the
school. While these students were not charged
and police found no actual evidence to suggest
that this act was motivated by race, the symbolism of this action is strong. Racism and intolerance is infecting our community.
All of these cases share a common theme:
the emergence of fear and ignorance in light
of the COVID-19 pandemic. It has culminated in a prejudicial hatred directed at the Asian
American community. These are not isolated
events but represent a larger attitude prevalent
in American society, which I argue is modeled
in the rhetoric of America’s political leaders.
Most notably, President Donald Trump has
insisted on his labeling of the COVID-19 outbreak as “the Chinese Virus.”
When questioned in a press conference why
he continues to use the term despite discrim-

ination against the Asian American community, as well as the fact that many people find
the term racist, Trump defended his rhetoric,
saying, “It’s not racist at all, no. Not at all...I
want to be accurate...China tried to say...that
it was caused by American soldiers...it comes
from China.” (you know, if you defend a term
that others are calling racist by saying “It’s not
racist at all,” c hances are it’s racist.)
Trump has since stated that he will now
refrain from using the term but that he does
not regret the way he used it. In other words,
Trump admits that the term is too inappropriate to continue to use, but he still endorses the
term and, indirectly, the impact that it has on
American society.
Trump has used this term to berate Chinese
officials and journalists (whom Trump generalizes as “China”) and to emphasize the virus’s
origins, thus implying negative blame on the
Chinese government. However, this emphasis
does not justify the usage of such a harmful
term which many have rightfully identified as
stigmatizing, including Representative Grace
Mengas well as several other Asian American
leaders and executive director of the World
Health Organization (WHO), 
Dr. Mike
Ryan. Another WHO official, Director General Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, referred
to the stigma surrounding the term as “more
dangerous than the virus itself.”
While this way of labeling viruses after their
place of origin may have been practiced before,

it is an outdated method, and for good reason.
Back in 2015, WHO issued new guidelinesfor
naming diseases which specifically cautioned
against associating viruses with communities
or geographic locations, due to the history of
backlash against such named communities.
Five years later and we’re back where we started.
Even if President Trump was sorry for using this word, his public endorsement of the
term has already contributed to perpetuating
stigmatic attitudes—and #ChineseVirus is still
trending on Twitter. This effect is especially
harmful in adolescents and others who may be
susceptible to interpret the term as a denunciation of Chinese people/culture. Not to mention
the influence that such a label may have on the
self-perceptions of Chinese and Asian citizens
in the U.S.
By juxtaposing a cultural/ethnic identity with a serious life-threatening illness, the
term may be interpreted as a label that marks
a Chinese person as an undesirable external
entity—a virus. Linguistically, the term has
syntactic ambiguity; “the Chinese Virus” can
literally be interpreted as “the virus of Chinese
culture/people.” However, one does not need to
analyze the deep structure of this term, which
sounds synonymous with “The Yellow Peril,” in
order to realize the insensitivity of its application. Labels are powerful.
Descriptive language is a reflection of a
culture’s attitudes. Throughout history, Asian
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people have been dehumanized and depicted
as being unhealthy, untrustworthy, and undesirable in American society. Asian Americans
have repeatedly suffered the bigoted blame of
scapegoating; The Chinese Exclusion Act, Japanese internment camps, and the brutal murder
of Vincent Chin are only some testaments to
this long history of aggression against Asian
Americans. The term “Chinese Virus” conjures
an unsavory resemblance to this exclusive history against Asian Americans.
On the other hand, language also helps to
enforce and produce a culture’s attitudes. In
tying this virus (a naturally born virus that affects all people) with a Chinese identity, President Trump’s label perpetuates this history of
discrimination against Asian Americans—the
danger of such an association is evident in the
spike in news of violence around the nation.
This term inspires hatred.
I’m half Filipino, but I grew up in the South
mostly around white people. As a kid, I think
that just this arbitrary dissonance between
what I looked like and what a majority of my
peers, mentors, and my heroes on TV looked
like made me feel insecure in my self image.
It’s embarrassing and I’ve overcome this feeling, but I remember looking in the mirror,
thinking I would be cooler if only I had lighter skin or a sharper nose. Often, any reminder
of my race that I encountered, like racist jokes
or comments in school, would only enforce
the idea that my identity was somehow incompatible with my society. I believe a lot of
that attitude—mine and that which I encoun-
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tered—was encouraged by the marginal representation and portrayal of Asians in society
and mainstream media (think Mr. Yunioshi
portrayed by Mickey Rooney in Breakfast at
Tiffany’s). This moniker plays right into that
representation. Unfortunately, I’m positive that
this label has had an effect on adolescents who,
like I was, may already feel insecure with their
identity—and that is tragic to me.
I hate the term, and the idea of everyone following suit after the President referred to the
virus this way is terrifying. I picture children
pointing and yelling at their Asian schoolmates, “Chinese Virus!” and running away,
leaving the other child left standing there,
alone, feeling shame and self hatred. I imagine fear: non-Asian Americans fearing Asian
Americans and Asian Americans fearing nonAsian Americans.
Coming from our nation’s leader, President
Trump’s label not only has the potential to promote xenophobia, it also serves as a message to
Asian Americans that they are not welcome in
American society, and both of these dangers
are especially frightening for adolescents.
Furthermore, the fact that President Trump
has not apologized, that he denies his usage
was racist, illustrates an unwillingness to listen to and validate others, or to self reflect on
past actions. The idea that people are somehow wrong for being offended or that this is
a “fake outrage,” as tweeted out by the official
@WhiteHouse twitter page, is dismissive and
totally offensive. People are continuing to use
this term without understanding how it can

make a Chinese or Asian person feel. This refusal to cooperate with minority communities
perpetuates a division among our society.
On March 19, Governor Kate Brown tweeted out, “The virus has nothing to do with nationality...stigma against Asian Americans
is appalling. This is a time to look out for our
neighbors, and to unite against COVID-19.”
Seems like an irrefutable statement in a time
of crisis, right? An Oregon republican running
for Congress condescendingly replied, “Do you
understand what unite means? The #ChineseVirus COVID-19 is from China. AMERICANS are united against it regardless of race.”
Despite the candidate’s claim that “AMERICANS are united...regardless of race,” the label
“Chinese Virus” targets and alienates a major
subcommunity of American society. Additionally, the aggressive response to Governor
Brown implies that she is wrong and dismisses
the stigma faced by Asian Americans as unimportant, because apparently they do not fit
within America’s concept of unity. This is the
same effect implied by President Trump’s unapologetic rhetoric.
Especially with many educational facilities
being closed down for the rest of the school
year, it is paramount if we really want to unite
our society, an important step is modeling and
using inclusive language.

An Unequal Pandemic
by Wallace Milner
illustrations by Ciaran Dillon

Common labor is deemed
essential, spotlight shines on the
absurdity of inequality

As I write this, several thousand Americans have
died of the COVID-19 coronavirus. By the time
it is read, that number could be drastically higher.
By equal measure, it could be a spectre of the
past. It seems at least conceivable that this article
could be an odd artifact in a world already returning to normalcy by its publication. Some ten
thousand deaths, or a slight blip on an otherwise
steady road. So begins a rather inauspicious start
to our new decade. Secure prognostication is in
short supply. And so far as the future goes: we
are in the dark.
Trying to write policy prescriptions for the
aftermath of an ongoing crisis is a bit like playing
darts blindfolded: it’s hard to take credit for accuracy and you’re about as likely to hurt someone
as you are to hit the mark. However, there are
elements of the current crisis we can identify and
isolate as inflammatory factors. We are admittedly living in unprecedented times, but we should
not allow the horror of uncertainty to obfuscate
the fact that a very small number of people and
institutions hold outsized guilt in this calamity.
This is because the coronavirus epidemic is
not a singular event, nor a tragic mistake, but
rather one specific consequence of many decades
of failed policy. It must be understood not as an
isolated disaster, but as part of a string of injustices that have weakened the global economy,
ruthlessly undermined the stability of workers
and community organizations, and deliberately
hindered the ability of governments to respond
to crises.
Since the neoliberal turn in the 1980s, capitalist nations have increasingly dismantled
their social democratic programs. As the postwar prosperity collapsed, and the rate of global
profits began to fall, leaders on both the right
and ostensible left introduced austerity, fund-

ing cuts, and privatization. National programs
like welfare in America and the NHS in the
United Kingdom were slashed. State assets
were sold off. Collective programs were eliminated and restrictions on corporate power
were removed.
The consequence of this has been a drastic increase in inequality. A small group of billionaires
have become astoundingly wealthy even as wages
for the vast majority have remained flat.
With this power, they have wielded almost unopposed control over American media, politics, and economics. It is enough to
sound almost conspiratorial, were it not the
admitted and natural function of our free
market system.
This is why, when the end of this crisis comes,
whenever it does, we must not accept the excuses
of the elites who brought us to this breaking
point.
For decades we have been told that privatization would produce efficiency. Yet when a crisis
on the scale of World War II faced us, America’s sclerotic and disorganized healthcare system
was completely overwhelmed. When thousands
were stricken ill, it was not Kaiser Permanente
or Blue Cross that saved them. And when the
crisis struck global supply chains, the free trade
we were told would lower prices and increase
production was nowhere to be found. When the
country needed ventilators, it was not NAFTA
or the TPP that saved us. For years, policies that
benefit billionaires have been justified with the
lie that they help us all. It wasn’t Jeff Bezos and
Bill Gates keeping our economy afloat, it was
the minimum wage employees of grocery stores,
factories, and pharmacies.
When this catastrophe has abated, whatever
that means, we must reject the assertions that it

could not have been avoided. The privatization
and underfunding of hospitals is not an act of
God. The immiseration of the American working
class and exploitation of the global south is not
a consequence of nature. The fact that millions
without healthcare, sanitation, homes, and good
wages left our globe vulnerable to this is not an
accident.
All the coronavirus has done is show in more
dramatic form what has always been true: Our
vast impoverished citizenry, without access to
reliable healthcare, was always at risk. Our economic system, which places profit over human
lives, was always exploitative. Our ever increasing
debt economy was always an impossible burden.
For all of these people, who were reduced to such
vulnerability, a disease was an overwhelming
threat. For average people, every illness is a catastrophe, and this pandemic is unique not in its
intensity, but merely in scale.
A society where thousands were bankrupted
by cancer, repetitive strain injuries, heart problems, or diabetes was a norm that could be considered adequate only when its awful underbelly
was ignored. But now the frail illusions that
held it together have collapsed. No more can we
pretend this awful inequality is required. When
disease swept the country we saw how many were
vulnerable, but we have also seen who is needed.
Because when the great crisis brought a country
to its knees, it was the common nurses, the sanitation workers, and janitors who proved vital, and
the teamsters and store clerks who risked their
and their families’ lives to perform the vital tasks.
The same people who have labored so endlessly to fight against this illness are the ones
rendered most vulnerable to it.
When the time comes to rebuild our economy,
we must not forget and forgive. To have a true re-
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covery, we must excise the demon of exploitation
that has plagued this country.
There were tangible decisions that slashed
wages: The votes of senators and congressmen,
and the signatures of governors and presidents
devastated labor protections. It is their fault, not
ours, that so many Americans could not afford to
take a day off because they were sick. The policies
of lobbyists and pharmaceutical agencies blocked
healthcare expansion. It is their fault, and not
ours, that so many could not get the treatment
they needed. It was the actions of bankers and
billionaires that forced so many on to the streets,
and so many more to rent. It is their fault, and not
ours, that this economic slowdown will bankrupt
so many.
The people who are guilty for the incredible suffering of the rest of the world are not an abstract
force. They have names and addresses, policies and
public platforms.
They are the same ones who were happy to
leave you without healthcare when they were
unimpacted, the same ones happy to leave you
impoverished when their wealth was untouched.
They were at ease with inaction up until the
moment it endangered their health and bank
accounts.
Even in the face of this awful truth, there
are incredible signs of optimism shimmering
through the gloom. Across the country, workers, abused and exploited for so long, and now
coerced through the potential pain of firing into
working unsafe jobs, have organized and walked
off in wildcat strikes. From teachers in New
York, to Amazon warehouse workers on Staten
Island, to delivery drivers in all 50 states, all
demand protection and hazard pay. In communities across the country, average people have
taken up the work their government cannot,
leaving behind the arrogant individualism of the
upper class. They have endangered themselves in
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order to form community aid programs. Tenant
strikes, food distribution programs, impromptu
medical care, have all appeared in the absence of
elite assistance.
Most incredible has been in Los Angeles,
where houseless families have taken over unoccupied homes. The houses, purchased by the
state as part of a canceled plan to expand the
freeway system, have sat empty, as the California
Transit authority goes through the slow process
of re-selling them. Homeless families, inspired
by similar actions in Oakland earlier in the year,
have occupied the empty buildings, arguing that
it is the only way for them to adhere to social
distancing.
In any other time, this act of self preservation might be admonished as greed. But in
an age of social distancing, it is instead an incredible altruism. To be safe ourselves, we
need everyone to be safe. The awful conditions
of our fellow citizens are now a direct threat
to ourselves.
Watching the reports from California, I found
myself considering a very different crisis. In the
1640s, as the English Civil War raged, the economic organization of the island was thrown into
chaos. Seizing on the opportunity, a ragged band
of Protestant radicals settled on St. George’s
Hill. Just as now, the True Levellers, or Diggers,
as they were called, saw a world where vast productive ability was harnessed only for the benefit
of a tiny few.
The True Levellers imagined a new and better
society. One where all things were held in a common treasury, they called for the equal distribution of land and resources.
By seizing the wastelands of St. George’s hill,
and farming to feed their families and one another, the Diggers threw off the power of kings
and lords. In an age where taxes and wealth were
taken from each peasant farmer, the demand for

self-sufficiency was an unprecedented threat.
In this present day, when the right of a home
is denied to so many, and when so many more
are bankrupted by unbearable rents, what more
can we do? When millions lay their lives on the
line for the profits of the tiny few, how can this
system endure?
Two burning truths are now clear. All our
wealth and production, all the great stability and
bounty of this country, comes from the hands of
common labor. And all our security, all our health
and well being, all of the things we have, exist in
a common treasury.
When any one person is without a home, we are all endangangered.
When any person is impoverished, we are
all poorer.
The only true healthcare is healthcare for everyone. The only true housing is housing for all. The only true security
is universal.
The pandemic has exposed what we should already have known. The task before us is immense:
to remake the whole of our country, the whole
world, in the common interest.
The decrees of who is and isn’t essential should
give us hope. Even as politicians and billionaires
go home, we must work. From the clerk to the
trucker to the postman to the doctor, all these
jobs have proved essential even in a time of social
distancing because all power flows from us.
If this immense tragedy has exposed once and
for all the threat posed by inequality, it has just as
clearly illuminated the path forward.
We need a world where houses are built,
owned, and shared in common. Where
healthcare is controlled by the public, where
all production is organized democratically and distributed in everyone’s interests. We
need a world where everyone gets the things
they need.

We can take heart, for just as surely as this
crisis has shown what we need, it has shown what
we don’t. In the face of disaster, what do the most
powerful people in the world depend on? Your
work. Your labor. Your wealth. To execute their
orders, they ask your obedience. To fund their
projects, they need your taxes. They depend on
us, but we do not depend on them.
After this crisis is over, a depression will linger
on. Companies, which have lost millions, will
work to liquidate workers. They will lower wages
and crush unions. They will say that economic
collapse makes cruelty the only recourse.
Five hundred years ago, Gerard Winstaly
wrote of the settlement on St. George’s hill,
“Jacob hath bin very low, but he is rising, and will
rise, do the worst thou canst; and the poor people
whom thou oppresses, shall be the Saviours of
the land; For the blessing is rising up in them,
and thou shalt be ashamed.”
We have been rendered very low by what has
happened. We have suffered as a global community, but we can rise. The incredible opportunity
for action is demonstrated in the possibility of
unions, communes, radical social networks, and
dramatic demands of our political system. We
can say, finally, that healthcare, housing, food, and
security should be universal rights.
To regain the wealth that has been lost, the
billionaire class will demand toil and sacrifice.
They will say that some will have to suffer. However, when they ask of our demands, “how will
we pay for it?” the answer is now obvious. The
wealth of the inessential elites will pay for these
reforms, but the hands of the essential workers
will implement them.
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DO NOT
GO GENTLE
INTO THAT

PANDEMIC
Rage, rage against the falsifying light
16
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There is a global pandemic.
This pandemic, a phenomenon not seen in
a century, has, like a lantern, illuminated so
much about our society. It has been like a stress
test of a mechanism, exposing the weak points
(of which there are many).
Many people are posting on social media
about binge-watching shows and movies. Humorous opinion pieces even make light of this
fact, treating such addictive behavior as frivolity, as an expression of personal autonomy, as
normal. Although Netflix, Hulu, YouTube,
and other such services deliver sensations visually rather than through oral ingestion or
injection, addiction to such visual stimuli, despite widespread acceptance, is dangerous like
addiction to narcotics; the normalcy of screen
addiction disguises its pernicious effects. Companies provide these services to make a profit,
and the advertising, the shows, and the very
structure of the interfaces are all designed to
mold the viewer’s thinking to better serve the
platform; the shows are not for you, you are for
the shows. It is behavior modification (which
might more accurately be called thought control) on a mass scale in which the subjects are
misled to think of themselves as customers (although the designation “consumer” gets closer
to the truth). This is not an original observation on my part because the idea dates back at
least to Jerry Mander’s Four Arguments for the
Elimination of Television and has been taken
up by contemporary writers like Jaron Lanier.
The new part of the phenomenon is how a pandemic and thought control relate and how one
reinforces the other.
What does Netflix have to do with the pandemic? It has a lot to do with it.
The virus has disrupted the old prosaic way
of life, a status quo that will never return. This
period in which we live now is a crucial moment for all living beings on earth. By interrupting the regularly scheduled programming,

the virus has provided us with the opportunity
to reform policy (perhaps starting with a health
care system that won’t bankrupt as many people as will be by the virus) and to reorder our
priorities. Now is not the time to anesthetize
ourselves with a rush of visual illusions played
out on screens; now is not the time to check out
of life and go on a binge (which is not really
any different from a cocaine or alcohol binge,
despite the widespread acceptance of the electronic binge); now is not the time to wait for
someone somewhere else to make the world
safe for business and addiction as usual.
Now is the time to wake up.
This is your life and it’s happening right now.
This is your life and you can leave it at any time
(a lesson that the virus makes more obvious for
those paying attention).

The virus has made the continuous, precarious balance between life and death clear. To
use this critical time to self-medicate and ignore life and the opportunities for wisdom that
the circumstances provide is to submit to the
machine’s algorithm.
This is potentially the most educational moment in your life and the defining moment of
the coming age—are you going to spend it intoxicated by the soporific stream of images or
are you going to wake up?
Alchemists of hardship turn the leaden pain
into golden wisdom.
Each new epoch was born in a time of disease. The bubonic plague, which is caused by
the bacteria Yersinia pestis, ravaged Europe and
North Africa in several waves from the 1340s
into the 1370s in what is known as the Black
Death; resurgences in Europe occurred in 1400
and the 1600s. The plague spread in a time of
climate change and unprecedented East–West
movement (trade, but also empires in conflict,
which then, as now, contested the Crimea). The
early plague outbreaks also precipitated widespread change in economics, politics, and religious authority.
Syphilis may have existed in Europe, the
Middle East, and North Africa since antiquity,
but the transatlantic travel and global supply
chains of the post-Columbian era facilitated its
quick spread; the East–West contact may have
provided conditions for the bacteria to mutate
and become as virulent as it did.
The 1918 flu pandemic began during the
waning days of the Great War, when the global
troop movements and supply chains enabled its
spread. (The causes and effects ought to seem
repetitive at this point.) Our current industrial/post-industrial/dictatorial/bureaucratic age
arose as a result of this war’s technological and
political developments, of which the pandemic
was an integral part.
Corona is now ushering in an age that is being determined right now. Like these previous
pandemics, it is both a cause and result of the
shifting global dynamic. Wake up—history is
right now.
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The Coronavirus Outbreak Reveals
the Flaws of Our Social Safety Net
Public health crises like
the coronavirus epidemic
disproportionately hurt
those who need help the
most: the poor, the sick,
and the elderly.
by Nick Gatlin
illustrations by Dilla Hanifah
The coronavirus outbreak has revealed
the rickety foundation of the American
healthcare system. The federal response to
the outbreak has been woefully inadequate.
The Vice President was named czar of the
containment effort, despite having no medical
experience. The President has said the virus is
a “Democratic hoax,” and that those infected
with it are safe to go to work. The advice of
the CDC is routinely ignored. Of course, these
are problems everyone should have expected,
given the behavior of the administration for
the past three years.
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The real issue with the outbreak is not
just in the federal response. It lies in a more
fundamental, systemic failure. The United
States lacks an adequate social safety net to
prepare for an epidemic like this. Workers
in the service industry are often unable to
take paid time off, and are forced to choose
between going without a paycheck or going
in to work sick. Too many people do not have
health insurance, or have exorbitant premiums
and copayments that make them hesitant to
see a doctor. The coronavirus outbreak is the
best argument yet for universal healthcare,
improved worker protections, and a stronger
social safety net. The fact that some insurance
companies have decided to waive coronavirus-

related copays, or some employers have
decided to allow their employees to call in sick,
does not excuse the systemic injustices of our
healthcare system. Until all people—the poor,
the sick, the elderly—are guaranteed basic
rights like healthcare and paid time off, no one
is safe from a pandemic.
Having a job that allows you to stay home
sick and self-quarantine during this outbreak
is a luxury. It’s a privilege. If you happen to
have a salaried job, or you are able to work
remotely, great. If you have guaranteed paid
time off, either because of your employer or
because of state law, great. But millions of
workers in the service industry don’t have the
privilege to just stay home.

A 2019 study by NORC at the University of
Chicago found that at least 31% of Americans
would have to access their savings to pay for
necessities if they missed even one paycheck.
In particular, 65% of Hispanic households and
67% of households making under $30,000 per
year would not be able to afford necessities if
they missed more than a single paycheck.
Those numbers are staggering. They
represent a failure on the part of the United
States to adequately provide for millions of
its citizens. Crucially, that means that in case
of an event like the COVID-19 outbreak,
millions of service workers—the people who
prepare our food, stock our groceries, teach our
children, staff our hotels—are forced to go to
work while they are ill, or risk financial ruin.
Thirty-nine states do not mandate paid sick
leave. Oregon, one of the few states that does,
only allows workers 40 hours of paid leave per
year. Federal employees are typically exempt,
meaning workers at the post office and
couriers for USPS—the people who handle
international mail—are not given the option
of paid sick leave. This is an incredibly unstable
set of affairs. One triggering event can cause it
all to collapse, rapidly spreading a viral disease
through a country unprepared to deal with its
effects.
Some have proposed closing schools nationwide to halt the spread of the virus. Countries
like China, Japan, and Italy have all done so.
Here again, however, we run across the same
problems as before. Millions of low-income
children rely on school lunches to feed themselves during the day. Poor households would
have to face the burden of having to feed their
children at home, at the same time that they
are missing a paycheck from missing work
themselves. College students who work on
campus would be out of a job if schools shut
down, cutting them off from what is likely to
be a necessary source of income. The United

States is simply not prepared for a nationwide
school closure.
COVID-19 is not particularly dangerous
to young people who are otherwise healthy—
though there are numerous exceptions, including one 12-year-old girl from Georgia who was
placed on a ventilator after testing positive for
the virus. It is significantly more dangerous to
older people, especially those with other health
conditions. Nursing homes have become a
breeding ground for the virus. Some, like the
Life Care Center nursing home in Kirkland,
Washington, have seen upwards of a 15–20%
mortality rate. In response, Washington Governor Jay Inslee expanded unemployment benefits and paid medical leave for nursing home
staff infected by the virus, and introduced new
screening rules for employees. Washington’s response is a start, and more states need to follow
suit. The proper way for governments to respond to the epidemic is to recognize the hardships workers face, and try to mitigate them.
Simply telling workers to “just stay home”
doesn’t cut it. If workers are not economically
able to stay home, they won’t—because they
can’t afford to. Oregon and other states have
instituted moratoriums on evictions, but what
happens when rent comes due after the crisis
is over? This outbreak has the potential to be
the biggest transfer of wealth to the bourgeoisie
since the 2008 financial crisis.
One especially disturbing response to the
outbreak comes from New York, where Governor Andrew Cuomo authorized the state to
produce its own hand sanitizer to provide to
schools and other public facilities. The sanitizer
will be made by prison laborers, who are paid
between 16–65 cents per hour. They are reported to earn a “productivity bonus” of $1.30 per
day, if they produce enough. This is disturbingly unethical. It says something about a country
when the first response to a viral pandemic is
to use underpaid prison labor to provide a pub-

lic good. One positive that might come out of
this outbreak is that much of the rot underlying
American society is finally visible.
These problems can be fixed through government action. In Italy, a country which has
been one of the most affected by the coronavirus, all workers nationwide are allowed up to
180 days of paid sick leave. China, the epicenter of the outbreak, guarantees workers at least
three months paid leave, at 60–100% of their
salary. Taiwan has been remarkably effective at
containing the virus, and they guarantee each
worker thirty days of leave at 50% pay. The
United States has no such federal guarantee.
This is unacceptable, especially considering
worker protections in other developed nations.
And what about “gig economy” independent
contractors, who are not considered traditional
“employees?” Congress has passed trillions of
dollars in relief, and is likely to spend trillions
more by the time the crisis is through—but, in
all likelihood, it still won’t be nearly enough
for vulnerable Americans.
If and when a vaccine is developed for the
coronavirus, it must be made free and available
for everyone, regardless of income. Coronavirus treatment must be free for everyone. We
must guarantee healthcare to every American.
Workers can no longer rely on the benevolence
of their insurance companies, hoping they
waive copays for epidemics like COVID-19.
All workers must be guaranteed paid sick
leave for as long as they are unable to work. In
the event of a public health crisis, the federal
government should disburse funds to pay for
sick leave and quarantine procedures. There is
much more we could be doing to mitigate the
effects of epidemics and their disproportionate
effect on low-income service workers. Class
should not be an indicator of health—but all
too often, it is. Healthcare must be public because health is public. Nothing illustrates that
fact better than a global pandemic.
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Language,
Thought,
Freedom,
and the
Soul

A defense of precise usage
by Van Vanderwall
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The English language is changing, and not for
the better. Current trends favor a slack usage
that is a less effective means of communicating information than formal usage. The increased imprecision in language often relies on
corporate argot (in brand names, advertising
slogans, and trademarked terms for products),
which entrenches the current state of corporate consumer capitalism as a feature of the
language (such as the use of Google as a verb
and brand names in general as substitutes for
real words). Imprecise usage divorces language
from meaning, and therefore from truth and a
shared sense of reality. Careless usage, then, is
a problem of ontology and epistemology, not
simply an instance of fuddy-duddies bewailing
the new. Problems with language, truth, oppression, restriction of thought, and corporate
colonization of life define our era. The civil unrest, domestically and abroad, of the last several years stems from phenomena such as fake
news and alternative facts which thrive in (and
are abetted by) a climate of haphazard usage of
language. By obliterating the notion of truth in
the physical world, lax usage damages human
identity (linked as it is to thought, which is
conducted in language) and erases the spiritual
and intellectual components of the human being that are not in the immediate service of the
consumer economy.
Let us begin by examining a few examples of
how subtle distinctions in word order and word
choice influence meaning. In his biography of
David Foster Wallace, D.T. Max describes a
fictional scenario that Wallace used to teach
students the importance of precise usage.
You have been entrusted to feed your neighbor’s dog for a week while he (the neighbor) is
out of town. The neighbor returns home; something has gone awry; you are questioned.

fully, our flight won’t be delayed.” The adverb
modifies everything in the sentence, making it
a scatter-shot approximation of meaning. Does
the speaker hope their flight won’t be delayed?
Will the speaker be hopeful about something
else if the flight is not delayed? Is the flight
itself hopeful to avoid a delay? The generally
accepted meaning is the first, but the imprecise syntax implies each of these readings. In
the context of this isolated example, such possibilities as the flight itself experiencing hope
are unlikely enough to make the first meaning
relatively clear, but opacity due to such imprecision accumulates; a conversation conducted
with many such muddled distinctions requires
additional work to clarify points that could
have been made more effectively by expending
a few extra words at the outset: I hope that our
flight is not delayed.
Standardizing imprecise placement of “only”
and adverbs more generally erases the other
readings as even possible within the language.
If the standards for diction are discarded, then

the language cannot describe such thoughts,
and thus it is nearly impossible for them to
exist. The cumulative effect is to narrow the
boundaries of thought to a small range around a
commonly expected meaning. Such restriction
enforces old ideas by making them impossible
to question and is stultifying to the creative
process. Furthermore, it inhibits complex ratiocination by limiting the means by which the
process is conducted, much as a painter working with only one kind of brush and one hue of
paint will perforce produce canvases of limited
nuance and complexity compared to the works
of a painter using a wide range of brushes and
paints. We see, then, that to abjure a set of formal standards for language is to abjure freedom
of thought, creativity, and language itself as a
mechanism for encapsulating meaning.
In addition to threatening the communication of information, decay of language endangers humor. Wit, which derives from clever
turns of phrase, relies on subtle distinctions
for its existence; the “only” example from Wal-

“I fed the dog.”
“Did you feed the parakeet?”
“I fed only the dog.”
“Did anyone else feed the dog?”
“Only I fed the dog.”
“Did you fondle/molest the dog?”
“I only fed the dog!”
Each response in the fictional dialogue comprises the same set of words, but the placement
of “only” changes the word it restricts, and
thus the meaning of the sentence. This example’s meaning and attendant humor depend on
precise placement of “only” and definite grammatical rules for what such placement means.
Without these rules, there is neither meaning
nor humor. Indeed, if there are no recognized
standards for how word order determines
meaning, there can be no agreed upon meaning, no varying shades of meaning, and, ultimately, no way for language to reliably convey
ideas. Furthermore, the absence of such rules
for language means that to evaluate the meaning of a statement (and thus its accuracy, truthfulness, intent, and so on) is impossible.
Consider another illustrative example, that
of the frequently used sentence adverb: “Hope-
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lace’s teaching materials illustrates this. The
well-known panda joke (“eats, shoots, and
leaves”) depends on the understanding of the
difference between a list of two items preceded
by an action (eats shoots and leaves) and a list
of three actions (eats, shoots, and leaves). The
commas change the sense in which “shoots”
and “leaves” are used, and thus the actions of
the panda. Amusement arises from the disparity between the meaning of the phrase without
commas and the one with commas.
Not everyone enjoys such humor, but the advocacy and acceptance of a loose usage remakes
the language in a way that eliminates it as a
possibility entirely. Because wit, wordplay, and
other similar forms of humor depend on slight
variations in word order and pronunciation, as
the descriptivist trend continues to elide such
distinctions, many forms of humor, and thus
ways of thinking, will vanish entirely from the
English language. This reduction in the range
of uses and meanings in the language is a form
of thought control; most thoughts occur in lan-
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guage, so to erase kinds of language or to deem
them unacceptable removes the possibility of
such thoughts occurring. Should the trend in
slack usage continue, everyone will progressively think and talk more alike; such rigid
conformity ought to be horrifying.
As wit comes to be seen as offensive for one
reason or another, and such forms of wordplay
disappear from the collective memory, there is
a concurrent rise in the preference for references to consumer products in popular culture in
lieu of humor. References to corporate consumer goods masquerading as humor cede ownership of language to corporate entities. Because
thought is conducted in language, to repudiate
a broad lexicon in favor of a narrow vocabulary
composed of commercial slogans and brand
names is to surrender the ability to think without recourse to consumerism. The sloppiness
of language dominated by corporate language,
which people seem to think evinces liberation
from stilted old values, enslaves people to the
corporate entities whose language replaces the

rich lexicon of the past several hundred years.
Indeed the tendency for people to talk of themselves as “on brand” when they “connect” with
one another, and to speak about their emotional
lives in the clichés of consumer culture demonstrates that the process is well under way to remold the collective consciousness and tenor of
individual thought and emotion; every idea and
feeling is being reframed in a way that directs
the person toward the market, away from the
condition of a human being and toward that of
a human buying.
Thoughts shape people and thought occurs
in language, therefore language is not only a
means for people to communicate with one
another, but the tool that constructs the self
and conducts mental life; people are made, in
part, by language. Degradation of language
damages those who speak and write in the debased form by constricting the range of possible thought, thus entrenching the status quo
and obstructing creativity. The corporate terms
are especially pernicious because many of these
are registered intellectual property, which allows the respective owners to charge people
who speak or write the phrases; if neutral terms
like “internet search” are completely supplanted by the nearly ubiquitous “Google” as a verb,
there is no way to speak without supporting a
corporation, and thus no way to think or exist
without reference to a corporate entity. Corporate colonization of language means that there
will be no way to think outside the marketplace, no free thought, no free speech. Because
those who control intellectual property rights
for brand names (like Google) can demand
payment for use of their copyrighted material,
speech using such terms is free neither intellectually nor financially.
There is yet another fundamental problem
with the trend toward imprecise language, one
of ontology and epistemology. John le Carré
wrote in his article on learning German that
“without clear language there is no standard
of truth.” All the hullabaloo about language
evolving, acceptance, and changing times,
does not change the fact that he is right: without commonly agreed upon terms of linguistic
engagement, it has none of the “accuracy and
meaning and beauty” that make it useful and
pleasurable, that make it a vessel of truth. In
The Death of Truth, former New York Times book
critic Michiko Kakutani compares Trump’s debasement of the language to similar endeavors
by Hitler and Mussolini; commentators are
quick to point out the unabashed ignorance
and stream of lies emanating from Trump, and
rightly so—he and his ilk are but one side of the
encroachment upon clear language.
Let us examine the stance of a prominent defender of permissive usage. Emily Favilla, copy
chief for BuzzFeed, published the usage guide
A World Without Whom in 2017. As an expert,
she leaves much to be desired: she considers
herself “more of a feelings-about-language ex-

pert than a straight-up language expert, mostly
because [she doesn’t] consider [herself] a language expert at all,” and she brags about being
unwilling to put in the requisite effort to learn
anything new. An example of how the culture
applauds anti-intellectualism, Favilla (despite
having undergraduate and graduate degrees in
journalism and fashion journalism respectively,
which one would expect to indicate a modicum
of interest in precise language in the service of
seeking and reporting the truth as a journalist)
boasts about having taken only one class ever on
copyediting, a class for which she was “asleep/
hungover/drunk” most of the time because
“Thursday night karaoke at the local bar usually went strong until at least 2 a.m.” Only in a
climate of rampant permissiveness and skewed
values in higher education would someone who
trumpets her laziness and willfully maintained
ignorance as virtues be construed as both funny
and an expert. The BuzzFeed style guide and
its author are, however, representative of the
advocacy for lax usage of the English language
and for lauding shortcomings as signs of freedom and personal expression.
Advocacy for slack usage is ostensibly to
ameliorate the elitism of standard written English. Such endeavors do not free people, but in
effect rob them of the opportunity to develop
their minds through the rigorous study of standard written English. By depriving people of
a precise, formal language that accommodates
a wide range of purposes in the arts and sciences, and serves admirably in everyday speech,
advocates of permissive usage are disinheriting
everyone of that language’s virtues. They are, in
effect, preventing the development of complex
thought through the same means that slaves,
peasants, serfs, and thralls—the laboring
classes—have historically been prevented from
unifying and revolting; access to an expansive
lexicon of formal, accurate, artful language is
a form of political power, which is now being
withheld in the name of inclusion despite performing the same subjugating function.
There is, as well, a spiritual element to formal, pellucid language. The Gospel According
to St. John opens thus: “In the beginning was
the Word, and the Word was with God, and
the Word was God…All things were made by
him; and without him was not any thing made
that was made. In him was life; and the life
was the light of men. And the light shineth
in darkness; and the darkness comprehended
it not.” Notice how this passage positions the
written word as a proper noun, and equates it
with divinity and the figurative light of wisdom. When taken as mystical glimpses into
the nature of consciousness, these lines bespeak the connection between the ineffable
essence of human consciousness (which the
author of John, and Christians in general, call
the soul) and language. To respect the written

word is therefore to respect the inherent divinity “for, behold, the kingdom of God is within
you.” When we permit lax usage; when we as a
culture lionize public figures like Favilla and
Trump who flaunt their disrespect for learning
and the word; when we neglect to discriminate
between the language’s degradation and its
evolution; when we abjure the rich heritage of
our language in our bedazzlement with flashing screens; when we deliver up the language to
corporate ownership, we desecrate the foundation of our very being, which is the word.
These are dark times for humanity, and in
turn for the language. Precision in language is
being discarded, as is concern for truth and the
valuation of learning. With mainstream culture having long ago displaced literature with
distraction and anti-intellectualism gaining
ever more traction (as evinced by people like
Favilla and Trump, no matter how dissimilar
they may otherwise seem), it may be too late
for anything other than a rearguard action to
preserve what has not yet been lost. I believe,
like Mary Norris, former page OK’er at The
New Yorker, that civilization depends on the
linguistic distinctions, such as those between
“who” and “whom,”and that “no matter how
bad” the news and the state of the world, “we
must not stop caring.” May this defense of formal language by one called by conscience if not
by qualification serve as a warning of what may
yet be avoided in the first electronic dark age.

illustrations by Ciaran Dillon
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Going

On Twitter
Social media makes
COVID anxiety worse
by McKinzie Smith

I’m beginning to settle into a routine again. There’s
still not much to look forward to, just another
day at my childhood home in self-isolation. I do
the minimal amount of online work my merciful
professors have given me. I let out the dogs, make
myself a cup of tea, and sit at the kitchen table.
Once there, my mind has a tendency to drift to
the endless time-sucking void we’re stuck in,
or to the fact that I’m graduating in June to a
broken economy with zero job postings. I feel
myself falling deeper, but I don’t necessarily want
to, so I grab my phone and go on Twitter for a

illustrations by Bailey Granquist

distraction. My eyes hit the first Tweet at the top
of my timeline: “There are still NO TESTS. There
is still not enough PPE. There is still not enough
VENTILATORS. There is still not enough
BEDS. There is still not enough HCW. There
is still NO CURE. There is still no VACCINE.
There is still no NATIONAL SHUTDOWN.
There ARE 10,000 dead Americans [sic].”
A gnawing feeling starts in my stomach; the
beginning of panic. But I keep scrolling. Data,
videos from health professionals, stories of people
losing family members hit me in an apocalyptic

wave. I barely know what I’m looking at. I check
the time. Two hours have gone by. I’ve ruined my
own morning again.
Do I feel caught up on everything happening
at any given moment? Yes. Should I be? Normally,
I would say yes. However, as many people keep
saying, we are in an unprecedented situation
here. Instead of being constantly logged on for
maximum information intake, monitoring your
social media time is going to be the healthier
option right now.
Let’s talk about burnout. Burnout is similar
to the concept of “compassion fatigue,” in which
being exposed to great amounts of suffering can
cause second hand trauma, leading to feelings
of apathy or depression. It’s most common in
caregivers. Burnout, on the other hand, takes place
over a longer period of time and most commonly
targets those with an “increased workload” or who
are experiencing “institutional stress,” according
to the American Institute of Stress. One of the
most common symptoms of burnout is apathy,
especially regarding misfortune and your daily
tasks.
We are all currently experiencing institutional
stress and, I would argue, many of us are starting
to feel burnout. Social media exposes us to
extreme suffering every time we log on. The
longer you scroll, the more the news blends into
one massive, impenetrable blob of viral tragedy.
This information should be taken in smaller doses
to be truly understood, but that isn’t how we’ve
come to consume our news. Instead, it infiltrates
us in a stream of endless content. Are you starting
to feel the apathy, the anxiety, the hopelessness?
Then it’s time to stop.
That doesn’t give us license to never, ever read
the news until this is all over. Being informed
is just as important as prioritizing your mental
health. So how do we strike a happy (or, at least,
manageable) medium? Over the past few days,
I’ve been trying out a new routine. Feel free to
adopt whatever might work for you.
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8 a.m.: I wake up. I check my phone for texts
only. I then pick one of my pop music playlists to
motivate myself to get out of bed.
8:15 a.m.: I shower. This is an important step,
so don’t skip it! It’ll make your day ten times
better.
9 a.m.: I make toast. I use avocado, lime juice,
and paprika, but you can really use anything. The
bread is just a vehicle for nutrients. I’m still not
checking my phone, by the way!
9:30 a.m.–Whenever I’m done: I do
schoolwork. This varies timewise. Sometimes
it takes an hour, sometimes five hours. What
really matters is that I’m not checking my phone!
Instead, my brain is focused on things that feel
normal and productive.
12:30 p.m.: I make lunch. All of my meals are
pretty bare minimum, but should be healthy in
some way. Normally, I make ramen with a bit of
egg. If you have the cash, you can also order lunch
from a small business! How’s that for normal? I
let myself check my phone while I eat. However,
I do not check Twitter or Facebook. Instead, I
opt for Instagram (stories are still fun), Reddit
(I’ve deleted r/politics and r/news from my
feed, but still have things like r/popheads and r/
casualconversation), or Tumblr (yes, I still use it
and yes, it’s still good). They don’t feel normal, but
they don’t feel apocalyptic either.

26

OPINION

Once my schoolwork is done–5:30 p.m.:
I watch Netflix, read, or work on a project. Put
the phone down! Instead, I take part in forms
of productivity that feel small but worthwhile.
Finally getting around to things I’ve put off is
always a good thing, even if it’s just a novel or a
few new pages in my thesis.
5:30 p.m.: I eat again! You get the idea, I’ve
been eating all day. Eating is important; don’t
skip meals, even if you’re anxious and don’t feel
hungry. During this time, I make myself read a
few articles: one about Portland, one about NYC,
one international. I don’t linger, I just get the
necessary info and exit. During this half hour, I
let myself check Twitter and Facebook. This takes
willpower, so it may take a few tries to not fall
down another spiral of bad news.
6 p.m.–11 p.m.: I Zoom my friends, I play
Animal Crossing with them, or I call my boyfriend.
Just about everyone is available at this time to
socialize, so I make sure to take advantage of
that. My bonds with the people in my life feel
incredibly close right now. We have more time
than ever to “hang out” and we take every chance
we can to do so. “It’s also,” say it with me, “a great
way to stay off my phone!”
11 p.m.: I go to bed. I answer any lingering
messages, but I don’t check social media. I put
on a chiller playlist to help myself fall asleep. The

less time I spend on Twitter, the easier it’s been
for me to fall asleep. Last night, it only took me
two songs!
Maybe this sort of schedule seems a bit fussy
or down-to-the-detail, but it’s been instrumental
in keeping myself away from the spiral. Twitter
is bad. It’s extremely important, but it is so, so
bad. We all knew this before the pandemic, but
it has exacerbated existing problems. Do yourself
a favor and value your time! It can be much
better spent with friends on Zoom or engaging
in your hobbies. All of this is much easier said
than done. If you need to, delete your offending
apps. Anything that’s been causing you stress or
anxiety can go. We have enough stress coming in
that is out of our control, but you can cut out the
variables that are in your control.
I find that the less time I spend on social media,
the more my real emotions can take over. I let
myself feel grief over the small amount of news
I consume. I laugh more when I’m talking with
friends because I’m not bogged down by info. I
promise, you know all that you need to know to
stay safe and healthy. These are the things that
matter. Twitter will still be there when all of this
is over. In the meantime, let’s prioritize health.
This is a pandemic, after all.

Crochet can be a deterrent against stress

by Claire Golden

It’s no secret that most of us are pretty stressed
out this term. A global pandemic tends to throw
a wrench in things. I certainly didn’t think I
would finish my senior year while sitting on my
couch...but things just don’t work out the way
we expect sometimes. I needed a way to keep my
anxiety in check during the “Stay Home, Stay
Healthy” order that went into place two weeks
ago. So, I crocheted the coronavirus.
Before people start yelling at me for being
insensitive, let me offer a bit of background. I’ve
had a phobia of germs since I was a kid. The
mere idea of being sick would send me into a
panic attack. The scary thing about germs is that
you can’t see them—they’re an invisible enemy.
So as a form of exposure therapy, I made a

Crochet Coronavirus
• Worsted-weight yarn in two colors:
base (grey) and the spiky bits (red)
• Two 12mm plastic safety eyes
• G (4.00 MM) crochet hook
• Yarn needle
• Small bit of polyfill stuffing
• Small bit of black yarn to embroider face

Pattern Notes
U.S. crochet terms are used throughout.
This pattern is worked amigurumi-style, in a
spiral. Do not join, but use a stitch marker to
mark the first stitch of every round.
2-double-crochet cluster: *Yarn over, insert
hook into stitch, yarn over pull up a loop. Yarn
over, pull through 2 loops.* Repeat from * to *
one more time, which should leave you with 3
loops on your hook. Yarn over, pull through all
3 loops.

Base (grey yarn to form the ball)

Round 1: Make a magic ring, ch 1, 6 sc in ring
Round 2: in back loops only, 2 sc in each sc
around
Round 3: in both loops, (sc in next sc, 2 sc in
next sc) around
Round 4: in back loops only, (sc in next 2 sc, 2
sc in next sc) around

crochet version of the virus, and you know what?
It helped. I published the pattern on my blog,
and my views doubled overnight.
This silly crochet design brought people
together. In the comments of the post, I heard
from all sorts of people: nurses who made it
to ride along in the ambulance, a person who
took pictures of it on the subway, parents who
made it for their kids, couples who were playing
catch with it. Fellow germaphobes were getting
some comfort from the creation process. It was
making people smile in a stressful time.
I present the Coronavirus Crochet pattern to
you here. If you don’t crochet, what better time
than quarantine to pick up a new hobby?
photographs by Claire Golden
Round 5: in both loops, (sc in next 3 sc, 2 sc in
next sc) around
Round 6: in back loops only, (sc in next 4 sc, 2
sc in next sc) around: 36 sc
Round 7: in both loops, sc 36
Round 8: in both loops, sc 10, in back loops, sc
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Round 9-12: Repeat Rounds 7 and 8 two more
times.
Round 13: in both loops, (sc in next 4 sc,
sc2tog) around
Round 14: in back loops, (sc in next 3 sc,
sc2tog) around
Round 15: in both loops, (sc in next 2 sc,
sc2tog) around
Work on face: attach safety eyes and embroider
eyebrows and mouth.
Round 16: in back loops, (sc in next sc, sc2tog)
around
Stuff the grey ball with polyfill.
Round 17: in both loops, sc2tog around.
Fasten off. Through back loops, sew the small
circle together. That leaves you with 6 loops to
work into.

Corona (red yarn to form the spiky bits)

Special Stitch: I’m going to call this “Corona
Stem.” Ch 4, make a 2-double-crochet cluster
in 2nd ch from hook. Sl st in same ch, sl st in
next 2 ch.
Start in the leftover loops of Round 17. *Make
a Corona Stem, then sl st into the next 2 free
loops.* Repeat this twice more.

For the rest of the spare loops, you’re going to
*make a Corona Stem, then sl st into the next 3
stitches*, all the way around and around. When
you get to the middle section, which leaves a
non-adorned part for the face, you’ll be working
back and forth in rows. Then when you get
back to the top, just start working around and
around again.
When you get to the very top, with the 6 loops
left over from Round 1, *Make a Corona Stem,
then sl st into the next 2 free loops.* Repeat
this twice more.
Fasten off and weave in ends.
ARTS AND CULTURE
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Isolation in the
Time of Coronavirus

A rumination on baking bread and being stuck in my house for a month
by Nick Gatlin illustration by Josh Gates

These are truly strange times. Like nearly everyone
else, I’ve been trapped in my house for a month
and time is beginning to warp around me. There
is no longer morning or night; now, the only
markers I have are my cats clawing me at sunrise
to feed them, and New York Governor Andrew
Cuomo’s daily press briefings. Every day I take a
shower is a victory. The days are morphing into
each other. The other day I thought it was Sunday;
it was Tuesday.
With nothing else to do, I pace around the
house as though waiting for something interesting
to happen. I’ve baked at least ten loaves of bread.
I’ve started a sourdough starter. (His name is
Jack Sour.) I played through Skyrim for the 15th
time, then moved on to my third playthrough of
Oblivion. I ran around in Breath of the Wild for
a week. I got back into Minecraft. I regretfully
looked toward the pile of books in the corner of
my room I always promised myself I would read
when I got more time. (I haven’t.)
When the situation in the U.S. began to get
bad, back in early March, my father and I ran to
five different grocery stores to stock up on beans,
lentils, toilet paper, flour, yeast, canned tomatoes,
and everything else we could fit in our pantry. I
haven’t left my neighborhood since then. I know
many people have struggled with feelings of
isolation and depression during quarantine, and
I’ve felt the same way. It’s soul-crushing to not
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be able to see your friends, to go out, to touch or
even stand within six feet of someone outside your
immediate household.
One thing that’s given me hope is just how
many people are becoming radicalized during
this moment. It’s so exciting to see people who
had previously quietly accepted the status quo be
awoken to the fact that, “Hey, I am an essential
worker. Why don’t I get paid $15 an hour?” I heard
about a rent strike in Los Angeles, and I became
hopeful for the first time in a long time that
something might actually change because of this.
The rest of the time, of course, I’m yelling
at CNN or curled up in the fetal position
contemplating the sheer size of everything that’s
happening right now. I took some of that pent-up
stress and rearranged my room completely the
first day in isolation. Then I rearranged it again.
Eventually I ran out of things to rearrange, and
went back to anxiety-watching the news. My
time in isolation hasn’t been the most relaxing
experience.
Now I’m left wondering how long this will go
on. I think I can handle a few more months of
this if I absolutely have to. I have to say, though,
I do miss not having to cook every single meal
for myself. And I miss parks. And coffee shops.
And libraries. Man, the outside world is so cool. I
used to think I would love staying inside, because
I’m such an introvert. It turns out that when I’m

forced to stay in, it kind of sucks.
Ironic, huh?
My saving grace during this period has been
cooking. I’ve cooked more in these past few weeks
than I have at any other time in my life. I bought
an ungodly amount of beans when all this started,
and I’ve cooked them in every way imaginable.
And I’ve baked so much bread. Oh, so much
bread. I’ve made sourdough, sandwich bread,
babka, cinnamon rolls, dinner rolls, bread pudding,
croutons, breadcrumbs, and everything else you
could possibly think of baking. I think baking is
an unconscious self-soothing mechanism for me
at this point: it takes my mind off of the horrors
happening in the rest of the world, if just for a
moment.
My sourdough starter is the perfect microcosm
of my experience during this quarantine. Once
a day, I get to take a break from the low-lying
dread I feel every day and meditatively weigh
out exactly 113 grams of flour and 113 milliliters
of water, adding them to my bubbly starter and
smelling the sour yeast waft into my nose. There’s
something pretty wonderful about creating life in
a time so full of heartbreak and death.

Animal Crossing:
New Horizons Review
by Jacob Cline
illustration by Greer Siegel

Sell weird bugs to a racoon
to pay off your house debt
THE PACIFIC SENTINEL
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If you’ve spent any time on the internet the past few weeks, you know
about Animal Crossing: New Horizons. It’s taken over my Twitter feed
and my friends can’t seem to stop posting about it. It’s the fastest selling
Switch game ever. But is a laid-back island life simulator really worth all
this hype? Or are we all captivated by it just because we’re stuck inside
due to quarantine? Either way, New Horizons has bombarded its way into
our lives, and it’s a beautiful thing.

If only.
You start the game out by moving to a “deserted” island, living in
a tent and gathering tree branches to make tools. After about a week
of playing, I’ve built a museum, general store, and a clothing shop. I’ve
added infrastructure, built a campsite and invited four other islanders to
be my neighbors. It really feels like I’ve built this island from the ground
up into a small community.
If Animal Crossing is good at anything, it’s making you feel like you’ve
accomplished something. Whenever you add a new structure or feature,
you’re given the option to hold a ceremony celebrating it. The game even
prompts you to press the screenshot button on your Switch to savour the
moment. In a strange time of quarantined isolation, New Horizons has
created an online community where everyone from everywhere can feel
welcome and comforted. It’s hard to say if New Horizons’ massive popularity has staying power, but it’s certainly helping thousands of players
through the solitary life that is quarantine.

These little moments add so much character to the game.

screenshots by Jacob Cline
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A huge part of New Horizons’ core gameplay is flying to other islands,
and having friends visit yours. Playing with friends is now way easier
than ever, as all you have to do is open your village gate to allow friends
to fly over from their island, and vice versa. Each player starts with a
different kind of fruit, and exchanging these native items is a rewarding
experience with friends. If no one you know has the game, there are huge
communities on Twitter or Reddit that are more than happy to assist new
players. The introduction of “Nook Miles” is a great way to make progress
simply by playing the game. Players are rewarded with points for doing
things such as harvesting fruit or catching fish or bugs, and can redeem
these points for new items, more inventory space, or even new haircut
styles. While the communication features have been much improved on
since previous titles (the in-game smartphone is a nice touch) some of the
new features haven’t quite hit home with everyone.
The introduction of item durability in New Horizons has frustrated
many returning players. There’s nothing worse than hitting that sweet
money rock and then having your shovel break on the first hit. The dialogue can also be monotonous at times. Reading the same four text pages
from Blathers every time you want to donate something to the museum
is annoying. That being said, the museum is much more expansive and
interactive than previous iterations of the game. Crafting items is a fun
experience, but having to craft the flimsy version of a tool to craft the
durable version gets old fast. Overall, these are minor hiccups in an otherwise peaceful and satisfying experience.

The bug, fish, and fossil facts that Blathers tells you are amazing. This one is
what a tarantula is best known for.
People that are just now buying the game may feel “late to the party,”
but that’s the beautiful thing about New Horizons: it’s a game designed
to be played at whatever pace the player decides. The game plays in real
time, so you’re naturally set to only do a certain amount of things each
day. If you want to get to the later points in the game early and unlock
features quickly, all you need to do is timeskip by adjusting the time/date
settings on your Switch. The only drawback here is that the game counts
it as normal time passing, so weeds will grow, residents will move in/
out, etc. The only time this doesn’t work is for holiday events, such as the
Bunny Day event that recently ended (thank goodness).
Whether you’re a time-skipping utopia builder, luxury clothing designer or a casual ten minutes a day player, Animal Crossing: New Horizons
provides a cute yet complex and inviting world for you to escape to. I give
it 8.2 iron nuggets out of 10.

Mysteries,
Wonder Boys,
and Other
Phenomena

Pulitzer Prize winning author and Star Trek: Picard showrunner
Michael Chabon speaks with PSU Honors students
article and photographs by Van Vanderwall
Meet Michael Chabon, who came to campus
on the 27th of January to speak at an Honors
College Event. Before we continue, allow me,
on behalf of the author, to instruct you in the
proper pronunciation of his surname: it’s shaybon— like Shea Stadium and bon like Bon Jovi.
Chabon has won the Pulitzer Prize in fiction
(for The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier and
Clay in 2001), the Hugo and Nebula Awards
for Best Novel (for The Yiddish Policemen’s
Union in 2008), and numerous other accolades
and notices. In addition to his career as a man
of letters, Chabon has personal connections to
Portland State University and to our fair city of
rivers: his step-mother Shelly Chabon is Vice
Provost for Academic Personnel and Dean of
Interdisciplinary General Education, and the
family of his first wife, Lollie Groth, are from
Portland. “I got to know Portland at the tail
end before it became New Portland,” he said of
his recollections of the city.
On that Monday afternoon in late January,
Chabon met with about a dozen students from
the Honors College and the creative writing
MFA. When he arrived and saw that students
had seated themselves as if for formal presentation, the author asked them to form a circle

to conduct a conversation. “You can ask me
anything,” Chabon said. “It doesn’t have to be
about writing. It can be about relationships and
dating. It can be financial advice, but it will be
bad.”
One attendee, who said he was “just starting out” in a fiction MFA, asked Chabon about
MFA programs in fiction. “I want to be open,”
the attendee said of the program, ”but I’m also
a little resistant.”
“Well, that’s probably smart,” Chabon responded, adding that the circumstances of his
own MFA experience were such that it would
have been easy for him to make it an “unhappy and unfortunate” time. Chabon entered
the two-year MFA program at University of
California, Irvine in the autumn of 1985. At
that time, the only full-time faculty for the
writing program were Oakley Hall (known for
the novel Warlock, which was a finalist for the
Pulitzer in 1958) and MacDonald Harris (nom
de plume of Donald Heiney), “so there wasn’t a
whole lot of range to try to find a mentor,” Chabon said. Each cohort comprised six students,
for a total of twelve in the program at a time.
“When I started there, I was writing what I
saw as science fiction, fantasy-tinged writing

that also had aspirations to literature,” he said,
citing Ursula K. Le Guin, Italo Calvino, and
JG Ballard as models for how such an approach
could be successful and taken seriously. According to Chabon, the instructors as well as
the students in the workshops (the peer critique
format standard to most creative writing courses) responded as though science fiction didn’t
depend on the quality of prose style, the depth
of characterization, the use of metaphor and
imagery—“all the things that one expects to
find in serious literary fiction.” When Chabon
brought stories of this kind to the workshops,
he said that both instructors (“one more than
the other”) and all his fellow students said, in
response: “I don’t like science fiction, I don’t
read science fiction, I don’t understand science
fiction—so I can’t help.
“At that point, I could have made the worst
of it,” Chabon said, by either turning the duration of the graduate program into a confrontation or by giving up. “Instead, I decided to
do what I do best,” he said, ”which is to accommodate and adjust,” a trait he attributes to
growing up amidst his parents’ divorce. “So I
decided not to fight and to take advantage and
make the most of my fellow [MFA] candidates,
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who were really smart, except for this one blind
spot, and to make the most of my two professors.” Chabon’s MFA thesis project ultimately
became his first novel, Mysteries of Pittsburgh,
which he characterizes as “very much a mainstream novel” in contrast with the science-fiction inflected literature that most engaged his
imagination, and continues to be an element in
his work thirty years later.
To conclude the answer to the initial question
about MFA programs, Chabon said that “it’s
easy to be derailed” by the opinions and critiques
of one’s fellow MFA students. He urges people
in such programs to “find a middle ground” between “being derailed and being able to take advantage of the resources around you.”
Another attendee, named Emma, asked
about Chabon’s writing process and what it
looks like as part of a daily routine. “I used to
say that I wrote five days a week, but now I actually write every day—and I work at night,”
Chabon said. “At Irvine, when I was in graduate school, I discovered that I liked to write
at night” because “that’s when it feels quietest,”
which he says was especially true of his time
in graduate school in the mid-eighties “when
there was no internet and nothing happening,”
whereas “now, unfortunately, there’s always
something happening, even at three o’clock
in the morning.” He goes on to say that night
work, and his facility for writing then, is still
his preferred mode, although the distractions
of the internet can sometimes interfere, but to
a lesser extent than during the day when, for
example, people are still sending emails. “I like
to work from 10 p.m. until three or four in the
morning,” he said. “If I’m on deadline, I’ll just
stay up until five or six in the morning.”
When he was writing scripts for the first
season of Star Trek: Picard last spring into the
fall, on at least a few occasions he stayed up
for twenty-four hours or more, writing continuously. At the beginning of that project,
Chabon was using “a fairly large laptop” that
was his only computer. During writing and
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preproduction for Star Trek: Picard, when he
frequently flew between his home in Berkeley
and the production in Los Angeles, he began using a “smaller Macbook;” within four
months the “a-, s-, and f-keys were totally worn
out,” which elicited laughter from the group.
During that period, when his typical nightshift routine was impossible, he wrote “whenever, any time of day” because the routine was
that of being in production and having to provide lines for the actors to say—“otherwise it
would get kind of quiet.”
When not involved in such production
schedules, and abiding by his nocturnal writing practice, he finds that he gets “a page or so”
in the first hour or two of writing, after which
his pace accelerates. “I try to get a thousand
words,” he said of his daily quota, a goal that
includes rewrites and revisions. “Sometimes I
have to strain to get my one thousand words.”
And yet, books are long. “The only way you get
to the end of them is to add a thousand words
at a time. By the end [of a project], I’m inspired
by finishing.”
A high-school teacher asked Chabon what
he would think about having his novels adapted into films. “Actually, two of my books have
been filmed,” Chabon responded, going on
to call himself “very much an observer of the
process” by which his second novel Wonder
Boys was adapted for film by screenwriter Steve
Kloves (renowned at the time for the script of
The Fabulous Baker Boys, and later for screenwriting credits on all but one of the Harry Potter films) and director Curtis Hanson (who also
directed LA Confidential and 8 Mile). His first
novel, Mysteries of Pittsburgh, was later adapted
into a film of the same name “to much less financial success. Even though Wonder Boys [the
film] wasn’t especially successful either, Mysteries of Pittsburgh kind of vanished.” The latter
film, which was released in 2008, was written
and directed by “a guy named Rawson Thurber,
who, at that point, was known only for having
written and directed a movie called DodgeBall ”

(a comment that made the attendees laugh).
“He loved the book and he talked me into it,”
Chabon said. “He did his best, but he had no
budget, and it [the film] just didn’t work very
well.” Chabon continued: “So I’ve had both of
the possible kinds of experiences. Wonder Boys
came out great, it’s a really good movie, it stands
very much on its own two feet, and it does
some things better than the book did them.”
He expressed admiration for the acting and
Hanson’s directing, and he digressed from discussing Wonder Boys the film to expound on the
merits of Curtis Hanson as “a really underrated
great director” who died “without having gotten the level of acclaim of other directors of his
generation.” Chabon characterizes the artistic
success of Wonder Boys the film as “a great experience.”
To explain the supposed tension between
authors and the creative teams for film adaptations, between books and movies, Chabon
told a (possibly apocryphal) story about James
Cain, author of Double Indemnity, The Postman
Always Rings Twice, and numerous other books,
many of which have been filmed (some more
than once).
An interviewer asked Cain, “How do you feel
about what Hollywood has done to your books?”
“They haven’t done anything to my books—
they’re right over there,” Cain said, gesturing to a
bookshelf containing his published works.
Chabon commented on the story, saying,
“For most writers, for most books, that’s true.
Some movies supplant the books they’re based
on to some degree.” He cites Endless Love by
Scott Spencer, “which was turned into a terrible movie” that was so widely reviled as to
subsume any merit that the book had as “a
really dark novel of sexual obsession.” This is,
in Chabon’s estimation, one of the few examples of a book that was “destroyed” by a bad
film adaptation. Because of the independence
of film and book versions, Chabon considers
it disingenuous when authors claim that film
adaptations have ruined their books; authors
elect to sell film rights, so if they don’t want
film adaptations they need not permit the sale.
An attendee named Josh asked about the
process of sending Mysteries of Pittsburgh to
publishers and dealing with rejection, and,
perhaps most of all, how to decide what to send
to publishers for consideration. “I’m a really
poor object lesson in perseverance,” Chabon
said. The summer before enrolling at Irvine for
his MFA, Chabon visited the program, where
he noticed that nobody wrote science fiction
(leading him to initially adopt a combative
stance before later deciding to “make the best
of it”), and, furthermore, everyone seemed to
be working on a novel; this latter observation
turned out to be false, a result of mishearing
people describe their projects, but it nonetheless spurred Chabon to direct his efforts toward a novel. As he recalls (allowing that this
is likely not quite how events truly occurred),
he returned from the trip and went to the daylight basement room in his mother and stepfather’s house and sat on the bed, feeling over-

whelmed by the task of writing a novel. As he
looked at the bookcases in front of him, filled
with many of his stepfather’s books from his
own college days, his eye alighted on The Great
Gatsby. Chabon had read the novel in college
(not for class, but on a friend’s recommendation), which “didn’t make much of an impression on [him] one way or the other.” This time,
however, he pulled it off the shelf and read
it in one sitting on the day he had returned
home. “I loved it and it made a huge impression on me. It had this retrospective voice of
Nick Carraway looking back on that summer.
Somehow that retrospective of looking back
on a time when things were more vivid said
something to me.” So he put Gatsby back on
the shelf, and noticed that adjacent to it was
Philip Roth’s Goodbye, Columbus. “Right away
I realized that Philip Roth had read The Great
Gatsby,” that “The Great Gatsby had inspired a
lot of what’s in Goodbye, Columbus.” Like The
Great Gatsby, Goodbye, Columbus takes place
over a summer, is also retrospective, and is also
about what seems, to a young man, to have
been “a more vivid time period.”
“So I thought, ‘That must be how you write
a novel. I’ll just write a novel that takes place
over the summer,’” he said of his conclusion after reading the two books. He decided to try to
capture the “wistful” and “sardonic” narrative
voice that evokes “a vanished moment in life;”
the summer timeline also fell into “a natural
three-act structure” of June, July, and August.
When he brought an early draft of a part of the
novel to workshop at Irvine, MacDonald Harris said, “It’s obvious that Michael knows what
he’s doing here; all we can do is derail him. The
best thing to do is to leave him alone.” Chabon
said, “I was really happy to hear that, but my
fellow MFA students were a little dismayed
by that.” Tensions increased over the course
of the two-year program, with Chabon, in
his telling, enjoying a uniquely exalted status
in the eyes of Professors Harris and Hall. At
the end of the second year, when Chabon submitted to Harris a completed draft of Mysteries
of Pittsburgh as his thesis project, the latter, on
behalf of his student, subsequently submitted
the manuscript to his agent in New York without informing Chabon.

“I’m just trying to
write books that I
would want to read.”
The following week, Chabon attended the
final workshop in the MFA program, during
which his peers savaged his work. He recalls
thinking, “Well, you might be right, but an
agent has that.” The agency ultimately offered
Chabon an advance about twenty times what
most first-time novelists receive. Because he
did not have to engage in the scrum, the scramble, and the hustle to break into publishing, he
didn’t yet know how to take himself seriously
and it took him “a long time to catch up.” For

years he grappled with the project meant to
be his second novel, Fountain City, before ultimately abandoning it, partly because of this
uncertainty: “I didn’t know what kind of novelist I was trying to be.” He had initially set out
to write “fabulous science fiction” in the vein of
Italo Calvino, whereas Mysteries was a “bisexual coming-of-age story set in Pittsburgh”—not
the novel he had ever intended to write, but
one that he worried would define what others
would expect from him.
Misgivings and doubts aside, Chabon said,
“There was only ever one thing I wanted to do,
and only one thing I was any good at. Fortunately for me those two are identical.”
Another student in attendance asked Chabon about the experience of getting an idea for
a creative project, only to discover that a similar
work already exists. The student asked what to
do when this occurs. Chabon responded that
this has happened to him three times, each
time in a more dramatic, less easily-ignored
way. “When I was writing The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier and Clay, this book came
out called Derby Dugan’s Depression Funnies by
Tom De Haven, who’s a pretty good writer.”
Chabon obtained an advance reading copy of

the Derby Dugan novel a few months before
its release. De Haven’s book was set in 1920s
New York, centered on newspaper comic strip
artists; Chabon’s was about comic book artists
in New York in the 1930s. The similarity between the two conceits surprised Chabon, who
“thought [he] had the territory to himself,” insofar as he had never seen any such books and
found that when he told people about his project, “they thought it was a terrible idea.” The
attendees laughed at this memory. “I’m safe
because nobody else would want to write this
book,” Chabon said. When he “riffled through
pages” of Derby Dugan and “glanced through it,”
he realized that De Haven’s book “wasn’t at all
the kind of thing I was trying to do.” He decided that one or the other book could flop, which
led to his next decision. “I decided to ignore it. I
came into this life ill-equipped in a lot of ways,
but I was gifted with amazing powers of denial.”
Two authors had independently hit upon similar
concepts at the same time, but no harm came of
it. Ultimately Chabon’s novel won the Pulitzer
Prize for Fiction in 2001. (“It was a wonderful
day and it will probably never happen again—
and that’s ok,” he said as he recollected the day
he received news of the award.)
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“Inspiration is like
grace—it’s unmerited,
unlooked for, and
undeserved”
About a year later, Chabon again experienced
the phenomenon of simultaneous, independent
creation of similar works. “Then when I was
writing Summerland, I got the advance reading copy of a book, by my friend Neil Gaiman,
called American Gods.” Both books are about
mythologies from around the world playing out
in America and merging with Native American mythology and contemporary American
pop culture; in Chabon’s book, the focus is on
baseball, whereas roadside attractions and cons
and scams occupy the foreground in American
Gods. Again, Chabon read through an advance
copy to ascertain how similar the novels were.
“This [American Gods] is for adults; I’m writing for children. This doesn’t appear to have
any baseball in it. I could just feel that he was
trying to do something different from what I
was trying to do. And, again, I have magical
powers of denial.”
The third instance of this simultaneous similarity phenomenon concerned the most prominent author yet. “It happened again when I was
writing Yiddish Policemen’s Union, this Jewish
alternate history. I got the advance reading
copy of Philip Roth’s The Plot Against America,” which is a Jewish counterfactual history
that imagines what would have happened had
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Charles Lindbergh won the presidency on an
isolationist, anti-Semitic platform. “I just went
through the same process: I found things to reassure myself that it [The Plot Against America]
was different enough [from Yiddish Policemen’s
Union] that it didn’t matter.”
Chabon then returned to addressing the student’s question about the appropriate course of
action for ideas that one discovers to be similar
to, but not copies of, the works of others. “You
are absolutely required to do something different with similar material, or even the same
material,” Chabon said. “You can comfort and
console yourself with two things. One is that
there’s nothing new; at this point in history,
it’s all variations on themes. There are only
so many themes, and in the variation is your
possibility. You can’t worry that you’re writing
about the same basic elements as even a really
well-known and popular book. In fact, I think
you should revel in that and find ways to make
allusions to that other work…to be in dialogue
with it.”
The second piece of comfort is this: “Even if
you tried as hard as you possibly could to copy
the thing, you would fail.” No two artists are
identical: each has his or her own strengths,
weaknesses, interests, foibles, etc., so no work
will be a trite rehash if one honestly endeavors
to create something new. “Even if you decided
to write a novel about little creatures going to
drop a ring of power into a volcano” it would
not be a knock-off. Consider Chabon’s tale of
the origin of The Mysteries of Pittsburgh as revisiting The Great Gatsby and Goodbye, Columbus
(the latter of which was itself an homage to
the former).
Indeed, as Chabon’s experience illustrates,
there is sometimes a zeitgeist for particular

ideas. Consider how two movies released in
2006, The Illusionist and The Prestige, are about
the feuds of late-nineteenth-century stage magicians. Red Planet and Mission to Mars, which
came out in 2000, are about manned expeditions to Mars that discover extraterrestrial life.
There are also the numerous television westerns
popular in the 1950s and 1960s, natural disaster movies of the 1990s and early 2000s. To expand on what Chabon asserted about the finite
number of available themes, some themes seem
to crop up in seasons or to somehow simultaneously suggest themselves to independent creators, which Elizabeth Gilbert writes about in
Big Magic.
After the group discussion, I asked Chabon
about the authors who most inspire him now.
In addition to Louis Hynde and Zadie Smith,
writers roughly a part of Chabon’s generation,
he frequently rereads F. Scott Fitzgerald, Raymond Chandler, John Cheever, Eudora Welty,
James Joyce, and Vladimir Nabokov. These authors inspired him in his youth and continue to
do so; he described his reading selections as circumscribed, the better to protect the sensibility
he has worked so long to cultivate by imbibing
the words of his literary models.
The discussion covered yet more material
than this, but much of it can be distilled down
to a few simple ideas: read a lot of good books
(and be protective of what is taken into the
mind), keep a steady writing practice (because
it’s a craft, not a series of miracles), abide by
principles (aesthetic and ethical, and perhaps
religious as well), be bold, and keep going.
That’s how the great ones do it, that’s how Chabon does it. And that’s how it’s done.

FUNNY PAGE
comic by Josh Gates

HEY! Do you draw comics?
We are looking for cartoonists and comic submissions! Email production.pacificsentinel@gmail.com for more info.
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